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Abstract
This is a book review of Teaching in Rural Places: Thriving in Classrooms, Schools, and Communities, a
first-of-its-kind textbook geared for preservice teachers interested in teaching successfully in rural
schools.
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Review of Teaching in Rural Places: Thriving in Classrooms, Schools, and
Communities
Years ago, after graduating from college with my elementary teaching
license, I began my job search without thinking too much about the type of school
in which I wanted to teach. In fact, my primary criteria was the driving distance
from my new home in a town 45 minutes north of where I grew up in suburban
Minneapolis—a place I didn’t realize, at the time, was considered rural. I used
substitute teaching as a way to check out potential places to work, and while I
recognized that some of the schools I visited were very different from both the
affluent suburban district where I student-taught and the inner-city schools in which
I’d held internships, I did not yet have the language to describe the distinctive
“personalities” of these rural schools, nor did I have any idea that I would have
needed a specific skill set to become a successful teacher in them. While the bulk
of my full-time teaching experience turned out to be in a suburban district just
outside of Washington, D.C., my scholarship in recent years has focused on rural
education, and I understand now just how much I would have needed a book like
Teaching in Rural Schools if my career had started in a place like Chisago County,
Minnesota, where I had subbed.
Teaching in Rural Schools is a comprehensive handbook written primarily
for teachers who are new to the profession in general in addition to being new to
teaching in rural places. That is, the book is extremely well-suited for use in teacher
education programs to help beginning teachers understand what it would be like to
choose to teach in a rural school. Preservice teachers who intend to teach in a rural
school are likely to be products of a rural education themselves, as most future
teachers aim to teach in a place similar to where they grew up, if not their actual
hometowns (Reininger, 2012). However, the book, written by five teacher educators who were raised in rural places, speaks both to “from here” teachers (Azano
et al., 2021, p. 92) and to those teachers who sought (or intend to seek) positions in
rural schools for different reasons. Its stated goal is to help new teachers prepare to
thrive in rural schools by adopting a caring and critical stance—a goal it indeed
accomplishes.
The book is divided into four sections. The first section contains chapters
describing what is meant by “rural” throughout the book and describing strengths
and challenges inherent in rural places. The authors clearly value rurality, but they
avoid presenting an idyllic view, instead framing the work of a rural teacher as “a
project of social justice” (Azano et al., 2021, p. 44), imploring readers to understand
the diversity of rural people and places and the related injustices pressed upon rural
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communities as well as those located within them. After an exploration of the concept of a critical pedagogy of place (Greenwood, 2003) as a way to consider the
influence of power and privilege upon a locality in teaching, the book moves to a
section about rural communities and how teachers can identify community
strengths, work to build trust with rural families, and reconcile their own insider or
outsider status in their role as teacher. The third section provides crucial information about education policy to help aspiring rural teachers recognize the ways in
which funding structures at the federal, state, and local levels disadvantage rural
students as well as providing specific advice about establishing professional networks, coping with stress and/or trauma, and organizing teaching to meet the needs
of a particular school (e.g., managing multigrade classrooms). The final section
invites rural teachers to become their own advocates by leveraging place, technology, and diversity in their classrooms while teaching from an inquiry stance, or
one that relies on teachers-as-professionals using their research skills to investigate
problems of practice and share newfound knowledge about what works well in their
particular rural context with colleagues and others in the field.1
Teaching in Rural Places is especially strong in the way it positions
teachers—even brand-new teachers—as agents of change in rural communities. It
recognizes the danger of stereotyping rural people and underestimating the funds
of knowledge (Moll et al., 1992) rural students and their families possess, suggesting instead that rural teachers approach their communities from a stance of
cultural humility (Azano et al., 2021, p. 70). The book emphasizes the importance
of making curricular connections to place, which can be especially meaningful for
English language arts teachers (see Brooke, 2003 and Hermsen, 2009 for additional
insight into place-based writing practices), and it illustrates well the distinctions
between place-based pedagogy (mostly celebratory) and a critical pedagogy of
place (considers which aspects of a place must be remembered, restored,
conserved, changed, or created [Greenwood, 2013]). With its unique geographies,
rural teaching can sometimes engender feelings of isolation among teachers, and
the authors address this concern by introducing multiple avenues for connecting
with fellow teachers and other community members in both online and in-person
formats.
While the authors were clear in their intention to provide this book as a
resource they wished they had had as beginning teachers and in their current roles
as teacher educators, I believe they may have missed an opportunity to reach
already-practicing rural teachers, who could also find much to learn in this book,
1

Chapter 18 outlines how rural teachers can conduct their own small-scale research; teacher
educators might consider asking students to compare and contrast the advice in this chapter with
that provided in Cornelius Minor’s (2019) We Got This: Equity, Access, and the Quest to Be Who
Our Students Need Us to Be, which addresses the same ideas through an urban teacher lens.
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by overemphasizing its use with preservice teachers. Future editions might include
a chapter focusing on experienced rural teachers as well as enhanced advice for
using this book in professional development situations. Additionally, the book
provides questions to consider while reading as well as some very helpful exercises
for readers to try (e.g., the Rural Community Walk and follow-up activity on p. 75;
the instructions for evaluating lessons in terms of content, context, and criticality
on pp. 177–179). However, these exercises seem to wane toward the middle of the
book before a strong final chapter devoted to having students prepare to write a
statement of “purpose, intention, and vision for thriving as a rural teacher” (p. 257).
My suggestion for teacher educators is to consider asking students to begin working
on some of these “final” activities at about mid-semester. Finally, the authors
mention that the bulk of their writing took place at the beginning of the COVID-19
pandemic in the spring of 2020, and while they do address the issue of systemic
racism and its impact on rural teaching throughout the book, they would likely need
to bolster this discussion in future editions in light of the recent increase in public
pushback against teaching about race and racism. The way Glenn Youngkin’s
promise to abolish the use of critical race theory in Virginia schools propelled him
toward victory in the recent gubernatorial election (Natanson, 2021), for example,
warrants increased attention to “rural racism” (Chakraborti & Garland, 2011, cited
in Azano et al., 2021, p. 41) in the next edition.
All in all, Teaching in Rural Places has much to offer rural teachers and
teacher educators because of its nuanced representation of rural teaching, its
actionable advice, and its advocacy for rural teachers, students, and communities.
Perhaps its best feature, though, is the way it models identifying a problem of
practice (not being able to find a comprehensive textbook for rural teacher
candidates) and taking steps to mitigate it—in this case, by collaborating with
colleagues to write a meaningful, highly useful book that is sure to bring about
positive change to rural communities far and wide.
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